With the growing importance of digital marketing among companies, it is essential for the companies, especially the SMEs, to take a proactive approach in utilizing the digital marketing channels. The purpose of this essay is to investigate SMEs' digital marketing usage in Chaozhou and to provide recommendations for its future development. Factors which have negative impact on adopting digital marketing channels among SMEs in Chaozhou are identified based on the findings originated from the interviews and survey conducted among SMEs managers and owners respectively in Chaozhou, followed by the recommendations to minimize the impact of factors.
Introduction
Digitization has become part of our daily life and it's changing the way in which consumers and businesses interact with each other. Nowadays, consumers spend more and more time online, they use online services for emailing, shopping, accessing social media apps (e.g. We chat/Weibo in China) and much more via various connected devices such as laptops, tablets and smart phones. Kaplan and Haenlein claimed that digitization has transformed consumer behavior significantly (See Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010) and the importance of utilizing digital channels for brands cannot be ignored, as the sayings goes "If a company cannot be found in Google, it does not exist", this indicates that digital marketing is no longer an option but the imperative for the company if it wants to stay competitive and grow, and SMEs are no exception, however, it seems that SMEs didn't maximize the potential that digital channels could offer (See Inside small business, 2017). SMEs play a significant role within the world economy, particular in the developing countries where most formal jobs are generated by SMEs (See World Bank, 2015) ,thus, it could create practical benefits to SMEs by analyzing engine optimization (SEO) and Search engine advertising (SEA) are both regarded as one-way communication tools, with SEO helps the websites to get the top rank on the search engine result pages by optimizing for keywords, while SEA helps the websites to get the top rank in the search engine results pages by means of paid advertisement, such as Google AdWords or Baidu Tuiguan. Two-way communication channels Social media (Wechat,Weibo and Youku) could help the company to connect with consumers directly to promote brand awareness and improve reputation, and even drive straight sales-related outcomes in some cases. With the rapid development of Social Media, the power has shifted from marketers to customers within social media channel (See Hennig at al.,2010).
Unlike Website and Email marketing tool, the nature of social media requires company to use two-way communication to "talk" to the customers instead of one-way. Naturally, the company has less control with its brand in social media channels. The audiences do not expect commercial messages, but real information about the company and the brand when the company uses social media to reach them (See Fournier & Avery, 2011) .
Blogging is also a form of two-way communication social media channels where the company maintains a fairly high level of control as the content of blog is usually edited and the comments are monitored by the owners, it is said to be a good marketing and PR tool (See .
Digital marketing and Chaozhou's SMEs
Digital marketing can provide opportunities for SMEs to reach new and existing customer more efficiently, as well as to increase the companies' performance and competitiveness (SeeAmong the digital marketing channels, company's own website, leading B2C platforms (Such as Tmall, JD), email newsletter and social media are used most often. However, except the B2C platforms, most of these digital marketing tools are not actively used. For example, only 10% of respondents used company's website actively for marketing purpose, on the other hand, 32% of respondents didn't use the company's website at all. For utilizing SEO, with 10% and 50% of respondents use it actively and inactively respectively. For the social media, including the use of Wechat,Weibo and Youku, over 50% of the companies did not use them at all and about 5% of companies used them actively. With respect to B2C platforms, over 70% of the companies use them actively for e-commerce purpose primarily while acting as the main brands promoting and customer communication channel.
The findings from the interviews with 12 SMEs managers support the above statistics. Nearly 85% of the case companies run their business either in Tmall or JD (with some companies have both) platforms which regarded as the most important digital channel for marketing and communications purpose. In addition, website、email newsletters、social media are ranked as the second、 third、 fourth most important digital channels for the company's marketing purpose, respectively according to the interviews results.
Challenges of adopting digital marketing channels among SMEs in Chaozhou
With consideration of Chaozhou, in addition with the survey and interviews conducted among the SMEs in Chaozhou, we have identified the following challenges which impact the wider use of digital marketing in SMEs in Chaozhou.
Lack of company's resources
Resources-related factors are classified as human resources, financial resources and technological resources (Karjaluoto & Huhtamä ki, 2010) , and the lack of human resources and financial resources are the biggest barriers of digital marketing usage, this applied to SMEs and larger corporations (Jä rvinen et al., 2012) . In addition, Sayre et al. (2012) suggested the employees' skill of utilizing the channel plays a significant influence of adopting or avoiding digital marketing in SMEs (Sayre et al., 2012) .
According to the survey and interviews that we conducted, a significant percentage of SMEs' digital marketing has been described as unplanned or even disorganized, this is mainly due to the shortage of human resources, capital and expertise to utilize digital channels fully.
Digital marketing, unlike traditional marketing, requires "a dialogical communication style, continuous attention and participation as well as content are created" (Heini,Taiminen & Heikki, 2015) . Unfortunately, many of the SMEs in Chaozhou are in shortage of more inter-disciplinary talents to achieve this objective. On the other hand, finance factor can't be ignored, especially for SMEs. Digital marketing, at its best, has the advantages of low variable costs compared with the traditional marketing, the fixed costs may still have great impact to SMEs which have limited finance resources. SMEs, traditionally have difficulty in obtaining finance resources from the bank due to "insufficient assets and low capitalization, vulnerability to market fluctuations and high mortality rates"( Rita,2016), which inevitably create negative impact on the development of SMEs.
Shortage of multi-channel digital marketing
The Chinese leading B2C portals (Tmall and JD) offer excellent platforms for the SMEs to sell their products and services to customers, as well as offering the facilities for SMEs to engage with their customers. As the survey and interviews indicates, about 85% of "interviewed" SMEs in Chaozhou have their presence in Tmall or JD or both, and many agreed that B2C portals provide attractive digital marketing channel for SMEs. However, as the competition is growing, especially the recent introduction of Tmall Global and Taobao Global by Alibaba, some interviewed managers have expressed their concerns about their future development in this digital marketing channel. On the other hand, SMEs in Chaozhou seems not fully exploited the advantages of other digital marketing channels that available. For example, Social media has been claimed as an important channel in engaging customers and promoting brand awareness; blogging is also identified as a good relationship building tool for both marketing and PR . SMEs in Chaozhou are recommended to change their digital marketing strategies to multi-channels if they want to stay competitive.
Recommendation for digital marketing usage in Chaozhou's SMEs
Based on the finding of the survey and interviews, most of the SMEs in Chaozhou agreed that the utilization of digital marketing can help to create positive impact of the development of SMEs online, however, there is no deny that many SMEs in Chaozhou didn't fully aware of the related benefits that digital marketing could bring to SMEs. The following recommendations for SMEs' digital marketing are provided below based on the case of Chaozhou.
Solutions for SME's resources-shortage
As the name "digital marketing" implies, multi-talented workforce are required to be competence with conducting digital marketing works effectively. Unfortunately, the shortage of digital marketing talents has been continues on globally, this has created impact on the Fortune 500 companies, not to mention the SMEs. To overcome this shortage, the SMEs in Chaozhou are advised to take the following approaches into consideration:
Offer digital marketing training programmers to the existing staff. This is one of the best ways to overcome the skill shortage, the training can be conducted internally or externally and this could also make the staff feel valued and thus, increases the retention rate of staff.
Build the partnership with local colleges or universities. The SMEs could benefit from the fresh graduates via the order form training programme with educational institutes, as the graduates are expected to be equipped with the core competence of being digital marketers after graduation. Moreover, the graduates will have more willingness and eagerness to learn new things than an experienced and knowledgeable person who is work-shy, this is claimed to be important especially in digital industry where technology are constantly changing (Sean, 2014) .
Hire a professional digital marketing team or outsourcing. When the existing human resources cannot meet the demands of company's digital marketing job, hiring the professional or outsourcing can be the option depending on the company's circumstances, for example, outsourcing is considered as a good option for smaller startup SMEs whose budget is limited and outsourcing a digital marketing team could lower their budget significantly (Guest, 2017) . On the other hand, when digital marketing work needs help in is a core function of the company, it is advised to hire a professional digital marketing team since the company will have greater control and the knowledge and skills are kept in house (Global Strategic, 2016) .
Finance has been identified as one of the most important factors of determining the SMEs' future. Without sufficient financial support, it has been proved hard for SMEs to undertake productive investments such as to acquire or absorb new technologies to help SMEs stay competitive. To resolve the finance difficulty that SMEs face, the SMEs will need to take a proactive approach to secure the funding.
Traditionally, the funding sources for SMEs' owners are personal saving, friends, relatives and close associates, and normally, funding from these sources is not always adequate for SMEs' long-term development. In the meantime, it has proved difficult for the SMEs to borrow the money from the banks due to the inability of banks to access the reliable financial information of SMEs. To win the trust from banks, the SMEs are expected to reform themselves in the aspects of internal management, financial systems, training of the staff etc., in addition, the third-party rating agencies (Such as Alibaba enterprise integrity system) report can also be employed to demonstrate the SMEs' credibility. With transparent, reliable and comparable or even more financial information that banks require, the SMEs will have much better position to secure the funding from the banks.
The funding from the bank is a very important source for SMEs, but it is not the only option. In fact, there are growing numbers of funding sources for the SMEs to choose from, for example, with the increasing importance of SMEs in China, the Chinese government has offered a series of government funding schemes to support the development of SMEs, and SMEs in Chaozhou are advised to take advantages of them when appropriate; in addition, some SMEs, normally the high-tech SMEs, can consider seeking funding from venture capital companies or angel investors as at its best, they are not only providing you with the new funding but also new customers and people that could help to take your business to the next level.
Release the potential of other digital channels
While a significant percentage of SMEs in Chaozhou utilize B2C platform as the primary means for selling and promoting the products, as well as communicating with the customers. In digital era, the customers, especially the potential customers, no longer make their decisions of purchase based on the advert on a single platform. Instead, they will search information about the brand and the products via the company's website, the social media, the review sites etc., to assist their decisions made. Therefore, SMEs in Chaozhou are suggested adopting a mix of platforms instead of relying heavily on B2C platform.
Based on result of the survey and interviews that we conducted among SMEs in Chaozhou, social media is a channel that SMEs in Chaozhou can easily ignore. According to Jones' finding, there is evidence that social media can help improving company's sales figure, brand image and awareness, as well as to enhance the communication process between companies and customers. In addition, social media can be adopted as a channel to gain detailed information about company's and competitors' products and brands, all the information collected from the channel can be used as important reference to support company's future marketing and product activities. Therefore, SMEs are encouraged to establish their presence on the leading social media platforms to gain the full potential of it (Jones, Borgman & Ulusory, 2015) .
Conclusions
This essay provides an overview of the usage and challenges related to digital marketing among SMEs in Chaozhou. Our study shows that digital marketing channels were not actively utilized by the participated SMEs for marketing purposes. On the basis of the penetration of the internet and social media usage in China, the result is not optimistic and further exploited of digital marketing channels by SMEs in Chaozhou is recommended. SME's resources-shortage such as human resources and financial resources are regarding as the biggest barriers of digital marketing usage among the SMEs , and to enable SMEs to fully exploit the opportunities digital marketing channels can bring, SMEs are advised to take measures to minimize the barriers, for example, offering digital marketing training to the existing staff, working with local colleges or universities for customized graduates as well as hiring the management professionals or outsourcing the talents; regarding financial resources shortage, management reform is expected to meet the demanding requirements of banks for the loan, in the meantime, SMEs should actively seeking other funding sources such as government funds, venture capital or angel investors.
Although many of the SMEs in Chaozhou have their own websites and adopted B2C portals to sell the products as well as to communicate with the customers, the usage of more advanced digital channels such as social media tools is remained low, this is probably due to the SMEs' improper understanding of the social media tools, for example, the usage of social media tools can't help to generate sales or require very advanced IT skills which are SMEs' weaknesses. However, if SMEs want to enhance their ability for the future competition, deployed a website and utilized B2C portals are not enough, the companies should make sure that not only they can be found online, but also with positive brand images among other digital marketing channels.
The findings of this essay is based on one city with limited information generated from interviews and survey, therefore, the results cannot be fully applied to other settings or other cities. We would strongly encourage researchers to exploit SMEs' digital marketing channels in other cities in China and figure out whether location differences or other factors of SMEs have the impact on the companies' utilization of digital marketing channels.
